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THE BOATSWAIN'S WHISTLE. 

BY G. E. MANWARING. 

IN a previous article' contributed to THE MARINER's MIRROR I 
expressed the belief that although we do not know the date of 
the introduction of the whistle into the navy, it evidently existed 
as an instrument of command from a very early period, and that 
its development can probably be traced from the early Greek 
navy where it was customary for the boatswain to set the time 
for the rowers with a flute. 

Unfortunately among our gallery of naval worthies we do 
not possess a picture of the old time boatswain comparable 
with Chaucer's weather beaten fourteenth century shipman, who, 
habited 'in a gown of £aiding to the knee," had" a dagger hanging 
on a lace about his neck, under his arm adown." Had some 
fifteenth century poet depicted for us with equal faithfulness the 
boatswain of his day it is not too much to assume that he would 
have shown him garbed in a " jacket " 2-a short body garment 
girt round the waist with a cord or belt, and cnt rather low at 
the neck, with wide sleeves to the elbow. Around his neck, 
instead of the seaman's knife, he would have worn the insignia 
of his office-a silver chain and whistle. Like the shipman he 
too was "a good fellow," and "with many a tempest had his 
beard been shook." 

From the earliest days of our sea story his whistle has been 
a call to work. Falconer in 1769 describes it as:-" A sort of 
whistle or pipe, of silver or brass, used by the boatswain and his 
mates to summon the sailors to their duty, and direct them in 
the different employments of the ship. It is sounded to various 
strains, adapted to the different exercises, as hoisting, heaving, 
lowering, veering away, belaying, letting-go a tackle, etc., and 
the piping of it is as attentively observed by sailors, as the beat 
of the drum to march, retreat, rally, charge, etc, is obeyed by 
soldiers.'' 3 

Both in prose and in verse the frailties and virtues of the 
boatswain have been fitly celebrated, and in the literature of 
the sea he occupies an important and honoured niche. An 
anonymous poet writing about the year 1500 has left us the 

98 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
E

xe
te

r]
 a

t 0
9:

34
 2

8 
Ju

ly
 2

01
5 



THE BOATSWAI~'s WHISTI.E. C) C) 

picture of one who " blew his whistle full shrill,"4 while Dryden 
tells bow:-

" The merry boatswain from his side 
His whistle takes, to check and chide 
The lingering lads' delay." 

(Alb1:on & Albanius, Act ii, sc. i). 
Monson has fully described the labor:ous duties of the seven
teenth century boatswain, who" upon the winding of the master's 
whistle takes it up with his, and sets the sailors with courage to 
do their work," 5 and Shakespeare in the Tempest has im
mortalised for us a similar cheery and loud-lunged fellow, who 
in . the height of the storm encourages the seamen to " tend 
to the master's whistle," and has little respect for the various 
illustrious personages on board whose panicky behaviour hampers 
the working of the ship. 

Acting as he did under the master, his work was never at 
an end. In that scurrilous little volume "The Wooden World 
Dissected," published in 1707, there appears an amusing, if 
somewhat sptteful, account of the boatswain, from which I 
extract the following :-" Is a kind of a ] ack with a box, for let 
him but whistle once, and you have a hundred or more Cartesian 
Puppits, hop up on Deck, and run about, and straight disappear 
again in an instant. It is not so much his fine Silver Call, as the 
illustrious Chain that it hangs by, that is the distinguishing 
Badge of his Post, and which he's as proud of, as my Lord Mayor 
is of his, and prouder. But this is allowed him for Ornament 
only, as you do Bells about the Neck of a Fore-horse ..... He's 
a damn'd thundering fellow, that's certain, and oft gives the Purser 
a fair pretext for his 'bad Beer, alledging, that the Boatswain 
sowers it with his Bellowing . . . . He has a thousand pretty 
Phrases and Expressions, pickt up at Billings-gate, and elsewhere, 
which he never sends abroad without bedecking them with all 
the embroidered Oaths and Curses that can be had for love or 
money. His drinking much Flip, makes him woundy subject 
to the Vapours, vex him then, and he shall swell and sputter 
like a roasted apple, and you can no more handle him than hot 
Cockles . . . . He fancies himself the only best Sailor in the Ship, 
and would have you believe that she had perish'd a hundred 
times, had he been from her ..... The plain Truth is, he's 
a rare Fellow in his way, and a very Busby6 in aU Sea Language." 

Like the boatswain of the seventeenth centurv he was 
expected " to be frequently upon deck in the day ·and at all 
times. both day and night, when any duty shall require all.hands 
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IOO THE BOATSWAIN'S WHISTLE. 

being employed. To see that the men go quickly upon deck 
when called, and, that when there they perform their duty 
with alacrity and without noise or confusion." In Nelson's day 
he wore a blue cloth ccat, with blue lapels and collar, and gold 
anchor buttons on the coat, cuffs and pockets. This, with blue 
or white trousers ; a linen shirt or woollen jersey ; a low glazed 
top-hat with a cockade, and a silver whistle and chain, completed 
his distinctive uniform/ 

If we may judge from Gardner's " Recollections" the r8th 
century boatswain was an inveterate drinker, and it is 
related of one of them-Johnny Bone-that he was also 
" a devil of a fellow at cap-a-bar" (misappropriation of 
Government stores), and that on one occasion Lord Duncan 
facetiously remarked to him, " Whatever you do, Mr. Bone, I 
hope and trust you will not take the anchors from the bows. " 8 

Nevertheless, whatever vices he may have been addicted to, he 
was indeed " a rare fellow " and a good seaman, and when his 
last earthly cruise had finished, he was buried with full naval 
honours, his coffin, as Teonge informs us in r67,1, being covered 
" with on of the King's Jacks, and his boarson's sylver whisle 
and chaine layd on the top (to show his office), between 2 pistolls 
crost with a hangar drawne."" 

From the foregoing notes I think it is dear that the boat
swain's whistle is one of the oldest and most interesting survivals 
of the sea service, and in construction and design it has altered little 
during the last three hundred years. In THE MARINER's MIRROR 
for September, 1919, I was able to give an illustration of an early 
seventeenth century whistle, and now, thanks to the courtesy of 
Capt. William Wallace, who has kindly had his collection photo
graphed for the Society, I am enabled to give examples of those 
of the r8th and rgth centuries. For the following brief descrip
tions I am indebted to Capt. Wallace. 

I. Brass. Length 2! inches. No distinctive marks. The 
" Buoy " is spherical. Comparing it with one dated 1720, 
length 2! inches (M.M. v. 189), it is presumably early r8th 
century. 

II. Silver. Length rti inches. Marked W. H., but hall
mark undecipherable. Spherical " Buoy." Its smallness sug
gests that it may be a model. 

III. White metal. Length 4! inches. " Buoy " barrel 
shaped with anchor. The shackle passes through a coil stamped 
on the keel. No date. 

IV. Silver. Length 5 inches. " Buoy " barrel shaped with 
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. THE BOATSWAIN;S WHiSTLE, IOl 

crown and anchor. Separate coil near the shackle. Probable 
date 1884-5. 

V. White metal. Length 5! inches. "Buoy" spherical. 
No date. Its length and shape suggests an early specimen. 

VI. White metal. Length 4i inches. "Buoy" spherical, 
stamped with broad arrow. Date uncertain. 

VII. Silver. Length nearly 4 inches. " Buoy " spherical. 
No anchor. Date about 1839· 

VIII. Silver. Length 4 inches. "Buoy" barrel shaped, 
with crown and anchor. Separate coil near the shackle. Date 
1853· 

I September, 1919. 
2 " To the botswayne of the Mary Talbot, a jaket " (1463. Roxburgh 

Club. "Manners and household expenses,'' p. 191). 
3 For an article on various calls, see M.M. i. pp. 9-15. 

4 M.M. vol. 5, p. 73· 
5 M.M. vol. 4, p. 201. 

6 Evidently an allusion to Dr. Busby, the famous headmaster of 
\Vestminster School. 

7 Masefielu. "Sea Life in Nelson's time," p. 98. 
8 N.R.S. xxxi. pp. 70-71. 
9 Teonge. "Diary,'' pp. xoo-xox. 

COUNTY NAVAL FREE SCHOOLS ON WASTE 
LANDS. 

BY CAPT. HENRY T. A. BosANQUET, R.N. !RETD.) 

IN an article in a previous number of this Magazine an 
endeavour was made to rescue from oblivion a useful educational 
project on behalf of embryo officers for the Royal Navy which 
had a short, but useful career. An account will now be given 
of a far more ambitious scheme, which, though it never came to 
fruition as originally proposed, undoubtedly led to the inaugura
tion of the training ship system and the sea-training school 
on shore as we know them to-day. This was a proposal to 
establish schools on shore, one or more in each county, under 
the title of County Naval Free Schools, to be maintained out 
of the rates for the purpose of jointly training boys as mariners 
and husbandmen. 

The idea again originated with Jonas Hanway, the philan
thropist, and it may be remarked, in passing, that the labours of 
this very remarkable man on behalf of the naval service deserve 
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